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This article describes the conversation and process between two Caribbean design
educators, one from Puerto Rico, and one from Trinidad and Tobago, as they codeveloped an appropriate design class for students who were experiencing a
catastrophic event. The curriculum built on a design curriculum, developed by the
latter for children in a rural village in the English-speaking Caribbean that focussed on
promoting equity and empowerment through reflections and critical discussions by
the participants. The curriculum was adapted by the former, using her resilience
thinking toolbox with her undergraduate students in Puerto Rico in the wake of
Hurricane María. The aim of the curriculum was to help the Puerto Rican
communication design students move beyond merely coping with the impact of the
natural disaster, to action and thriving through design. Students were led through
several design stages that included reflections, critical discussions, brainstorming
around future utopian or dystopian scenarios and proposing solutions. The students
were expected to focus on a Puerto Rico in the year 2054 as a strategy of resistance
visualization. In this paper, the authors describe the four phases of implementation of
the curriculum, as well as the reflections of the students and their own reflections on
the collaborative process and its significance.
design pedagogy, design fiction, design for hope, Puerto Rico, Caribbean design

Opening vignette
It has been 3 days since I’ve been trying to send you an email. I decided to send a text
message instead.
Classes start on Tuesday, with students who have lost their homes. The material doesn’t
make sense anymore in the current circumstances… there is no electricity, no Internet…
How can we teach design in a way that makes sense now?
SMS from Mari Mater O’Neill to Lesley-Ann Noel, October 15, 2017

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike
4.0 International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

This was the call for help from my Puerto Rican colleague. Her question was a valid one,
how do you continue design classes as normal in the wake of natural disaster that has
erased all the familiar indicators of normal life for the students? Our design curricula
often focus on designing objects, communication, and systems. We are driven ‘to
improve’ everything, but what do we do when everything is gone?
Noel’s reflections on receiving O’Neill’s message
I thought maybe how we taught design in the 80s way … no tech … almost crafts... and
do actual things their community needs … I’m a bit lost
O’Neil, October 15, 2017
I promised to send her some ideas for her class. I had been working on a design
curriculum that did not focus on objects, but was developed to promote critical
discussions and action through design, as a form of empowerment in a rural community,
thereby using design as a form of critical pedagogy, and to change the narrative from
despair to hope. Maybe there was an opportunity to use this approach in Puerto Rico as
well.
Noel’s reflections
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Introduction

Hurricane María, barrelled into the island of Puerto Rico, as a category 5 storm on September 20,
2017. The destruction in Puerto Rico was catastrophic as it wiped out energy power, built
infrastructure such as concrete houses, hospitals, cell phone towers, as well as other basic
infrastructure such as roads, water utilities and bridges. The Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA) categorized it as the worst disaster in the United States (Metro PR, 2017).
Classes in the design program at a university in eastern Puerto Rico restarted as scheduled on
Tuesday October 17th, 2017, almost a month after the destruction of Hurricane María, and amidst
the efforts of families to reconstruct their lives. As at many universities on the island, there was no
clear guidance on how to approach educational objectives in light of the hurricane and its persistent
impact on the population. This article is about the process between two Caribbean design educators,
one from Puerto Rico, and one from Trinidad and Tobago, to co-develop an appropriate curriculum
for the students after the disaster, and on the implementation of this curriculum at a private
university in the eastern rural coastal town, near to where Hurricane María hit land.

1.1

About the university, programme and original content

The program that hosted this course, where María de Mater O’Neill is an adjunct professor, is a new
undergraduate programme in Graphic Design and Multimedia at a private university in a small
coastal town of Puerto Rico. The design courses that were modified and are described in this paper
were originally on ethics and law; business for graphic designers; and senior digital portfolio. In a
typical semester, in the ethics and law course the students would have read weekly on specific
themes and responded to five questions, posting their responses on an online blog. The other half of
the semester the students would have prepared a small academic report about a non-designer who
had designed something innovative in their community. This would have been their first attempt at
research and academic writing in the program, which is more focused on the production of artefacts.
The students also would have had the opportunity to create seven one-page illustrated stories based
on the class themes, which included ethics, law, and accessibility among others.
In the second course, the students also would have learned about design management, where they
would have worked with a real client. Through this interaction, and with O’Neill’s guidance, they
would have learned about contracts, budgeting and other aspects of running a design business. In
the last course, as part of their senior portfolio, students would have developed their portfolios
online.
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Post-Hurricane María, much had changed on the island. Internet was non-existent in the students’
homes and it was inconsistent on the university campus. Power in the town now came from diesel
generators. Business in this town, as in much of Puerto Rico had been seriously impacted by the lack
of power. The university campus was not significantly affected by the storm, except for the impact
on electricity. In the town, however, the effects of the storm were more visible, for example by the
long lines for food at the Salvation Army and for benefits at the unemployment office. At the time of
the writing of this article the graphic design program had lost approximately fifteen per cent of its
students who had decided to migrate to the mainland.

1.2

About the students

The eleven students in the class were smart, eager, and curious about the world. They were around
their early twenties. Some, like Ana** had only just visited the capital San Juan for the first time. All
but one was from rural Eastern Puerto Rico. Most, like Tonio, were dark-skinned and lower middle
class. Some of them had low-paying jobs. Education was their only chance to get ahead. They knew
they needed access to better opportunities. They knew they lived in isolated communities, and felt
even more isolated with the lack of Internet access after the hurricane. Some students had lost their
laptops, while one, Luis, had lost his house. The major hotel in the town had closed after the storm,
and therefore students and their parents who had jobs at this hotel were now out of work. One
student, Sami, started the course, but went to the mainland during the semester and was unable to
return to Puerto Rico due to flight restrictions.

1.3

About the educators and methodology

Mari de Mater O’Neill, is an adjunct educator in a Graphic Design and Multimedia Program at a
private university in Puerto Rico. She also has a design studio that was also negatively affected by
the passage of Hurricane María. In light of the impact of the storm on the students, and in the
absence of guidance from the university, O’Neill decided to modify the content of the curriculum of
the three courses, in order to provide a more situated and relevant context for learning. She reached
out to her colleague from a university in Trinidad and Tobago, for suggestions on creating a
curriculum around hope and resilience.
Lesley-Ann Noel is a design lecturer at a Visual Arts programme at a university in Trinidad and
Tobago. She developed a design-based curriculum for empowering education for children at a rural
primary school in Trinidad. The curriculum focused on the themes of equity and empowerment. Her
method employed student reflections and journaling, critical discussions and action through design.
The curriculum was developed around the principles of Critical Utopian Action (CUAR) and Shor’s
(1992) framework for empowering education. CUAR adds critical theory and the vision of a
sustainable democratic lifestyle to action research. Its framework connects critiques to utopian ideas
and action (Husted & Tofteng, 2015) with local stakeholders (Nutti, 2016) around critical questions
such as ‘what’s wrong’, and questions that lead to utopian action such as ‘where do we want to go’
and ‘how can our dreams become a reality?’. Shor (1992) proposed a framework for empowering
education that encouraged students to become thinking citizens, change agents and social critics. He
proposed that empowering pedagogy must be participatory, affective, problem-posing, situated,
multicultural, dialogic, desocializing, democratic, researching, interdisciplinary and activist. Noel built
on these concepts in her elementary design curriculum as well as in the suggestions that she made
for O’Neill’s post-Hurricane María class. In this approach, she proposed that the discussion and
reflection during the design process are significant in the development of solutions to local
problems.

*

N.B.: The names of the students have been replaced with pseudonyms to protect their identities.
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Figure 1. Empowering design education framework proposed by Noel. Source: Noel

O’Neill adapted Noel’s curriculum and included her (O’Neill’s) 9 step toolkit (O’Neill, 2014) which
had the aim of developing resilience thinking in designer-practitioners. The toolkit first helps the
user to focus on their objectives and then to develop skills for strategies during stressful
circumstances. She focused on inequality, social dominance theory and climate change (Sidanius and
Pratto, 1993a) since Puerto Rico, a United States non-incorporated territory but with American
citizens, was suffering from economical disarray before the hurricane.

Figure 2. Resilience toolkit designed by O’Neill, alongside a planning diagram from a student’s journal. Source: O’Neill.

2

Description of the revised curriculum

The aim of the revised ‘Post-María’ curriculum was to provide a platform for students to share and
build on the experience of the crises of Hurricane María, and loss of their homes and displacement,
and to create a forum for hope and action in the design studio, while students collectively dealt with
their loss and grief. Curriculum should be developed around outcomes (Wiggins and Mc Tighe,
2005), and the desired outcomes for this course were a) the cathartic discussions and reflections of
the students and b) design activity where students developed and proposed solutions to some of the
challenges that they had identified, using design theory and theoretical concepts such as critical
utopian action research and design fiction.
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The project was called ‘PR 2054’, and this was a reference to ‘Minority Report’, a 2002 film by
Stephen Spielberg that starred Tom Cruise and was set in 2054. Bleecker (2009) referred to this film
as an example of ‘design fiction’ and how stories could be used to develop design ideas for the
future. In this project the students were challenged to develop future scenarios of Puerto Rico in
2054, and to develop solutions for problems that they identified through critical discussions and
reflections.
The course outline was divided into four parts as follows:
•
•
•
•

Understanding what happened
Thinking about Utopia
Making in times of catharsis
Reflection and critique

In the following sections, a detailed description is provided of what took place in the ‘Understanding
what happened’ part of the project.

2.1 A. Understanding what happened
2.1.1 Plan
The aim of this section of the curriculum was for students to share their experiences and reflect
critically on what had happened through storytelling, journal reflections and group and individual
analysis of the past, present and future of Puerto Rico.
The activities in this part of the course included discussions, reflections, journaling, drawings, mental
models, prototyping and interviews. The rationale for these activities was that discussing the
‘catastrophic event’ would help students with the grieving process, and could help them with
‘coping’, through an emotional experience process. They would also have the opportunity to discuss
positive outcomes, humorous anecdotes, stories of resilience etc.
The questions that guided this activity were:
•
•

What has changed?
Where are the ‘struggles’ or challenges of people since the event?

At the end of this phase, students would then focus on one problem they would work on for the rest
of the study.

2.1.2 In the field
Students were already familiar with design thinking and user centred methodologies from their
project-based experiences with O’Neill. In the implementation of the curriculum, O’Neill also did the
same tasks that she requested of the students as her own way of responding to the crisis. This made
the class more participatory since, as a participant, the hierarchy of her position as teacher was
removed. The anticipated result at the end of the semester was a selection of usable prototypes that
addressed problems in their community. In the project, the concept of community was defined as
the people with whom the students commune with such as their friends, family, and people who live
on their street, among others. The final prototypes did not have to be fully functional, and could in
fact be conceptual proposals that responded with to the needs of users. Noel suggested that the
problems should not be restricted to the realm of communication design, so that the students could
develop solutions to any type of problem that they felt the need to address.
Before starting, the students were given the opportunity to choose to follow the original syllabus or
to pursue the new revised curriculum. They were also aware that they would be the subjects of the
study for this article. Others professors were also invited to use the same approach. One accepted
but his students chose not to participate.
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Figure 3. This was Luisa’s response to the sketch challenge as a response to the problem that she had identified: Apagado
(turned off). Source: O’Neill

Since some of the students had lost their laptops, journals were used as a research tool to document
thoughts and evidence of completion of academic tasks. The projects and supporting presentations
were done by hand and without the use of technology. Evaluation was done based on the content of
the journals. A wall in the classroom was assigned as a “project wall", where every week all the
journal tasks were copied and displayed for analysis and open discussions. Other members of the
academic community were also able to view this wall. Project photographs and audio of the
students’ reflections were uploaded weekly to cloud-based storage, so that Noel, who was not in
Puerto Rico, could access them and follow the projects.
Communication during the project was very difficult. O’Neill and Noel tried to communicate weekly
via text messages, and email. This was affected by the damage to communication infrastructure that
was subjected to 200mph winds during Hurricane María. O’Neill was forced to upload work from the
side of the highway wherever she could get a good Internet signal.

Figure 4. These cards are part of the resilience toolkit that some students used to help them focus on the tasks. On the left is
Luisa’s selection and on the right is Tonio’s. The cards helped the students to visualize their decision process and their
mindset during the project. Luisa was more focused on the main plan (results) and Tonio was more focused on solving
problems at hand. Source: O’Neill

After the first week, the students asked the two main questions, ‘what has changed?’ and ‘where
are the struggles or challenges of people since the event?’ to the community that they had chosen to
work with.
The following themes were identified in the responses to the questions:
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1. Inside and outside of the catastrophe – where some people seemed to live in a bubble
because very little had happened to them when compared to people whose lives had been
devastated within the same community. Gabriel, who identified this theme was working
with his own community
2. Apagado (turned off) – where some people had a lack of energy and emotional engagement
to confront coping with the disaster. Luisa, who identified this theme, was working with a
community in a nearby town, Humacao, and also with a close friend who had lost
everything. She also used the resilience toolkit as she said it helped her to focus. (Fig.4).
3. Survival mode – Where people accepted any job as a response to the massive rise in
unemployment. Luis, who explored this theme, was working with people who lived on his
street.
4. Mobility – People lacked access to places since roads were blocked, and bridges had
collapsed. Post-María it took a very long time to travel from one place to another. Tonio was
working with a relative who has a farm. He was also using the resilience toolkit to support
his research. (Fig.4).
5. Emotional regulator – where people had to learn how to be stoic and level headed. Ana
worked with her family as her community. A family member who had maintained calmness
and strength despite the stresses of the situation had inspired her. She also used the
resilience toolkit as part of her process.
6. One day at a time - The act of planning under these circumstances had become impossible.
Josefina, who was researching this theme, was focusing on her own family.
7. Reusing resources – Trees were denuded and uprooted in the storm, and they are being
discarded and not used. Greta proposed this theme.
8. Garbage – Although the garbage continued to be generated, garbage collection and
recycling services have stopped. The professor, O’Neill, who also took part in the
brainstorming and prototyping activities, proposed this theme.
After the identification of problems and themes, students were asked to create sketches about their
selected theme. Emphasis was placed on imagination and not to trying to solve any problem. This
gave them a chance to reflect on their feelings.
Students were required to document their own journeys and this evolved into an activity around
creating a diagram for a mental model (Young, 2008). They had to record the objectives of the day
and the steps to achieve them (Fig.5). The mental model tool is a visual diagram detailed summaries
of a person’s tasks and the steps to achieve them are recorded. This information is then organized
into categories such as type of task, beliefs, and emotions, among others. The purpose of this
activity was to identify behavioural patterns. Students recorded their daily tasks for a week, ensuring
that they included new hurricane-related routines. By the end of this activity it became very clear
how the hurricane had impacted their everyday routines. The students were also able to categorize
the type of impacts on their routines. The top part of the mental model represents the daily
objectives and bottom part represents the steps to achieve them. They categorized their actions by
colour code. In the following diagram, the disruption that the hurricane caused is evident. The green
represents their pre-hurricane routines, while orange represents the modifications to their routines
that took place after the hurricane. The new routines in orange overwhelmed the traditional
routines in green demonstrating the disruption that the hurricane caused in the image below.
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Figure 5. Ana’s mental model diagram, where for a week she recorded her daily tasks and the steps to achieve them. The
purpose of this activity was to pick up behavioural patterns and quantify the impact of the hurricane on her everyday life.
The 33 green boxes are her usual routines and the 40 orange ones are the new routines related to Hurricane María. Source:
O’Neill

2.2 Thinking about Utopia
2.2.1 Plan
The second phase of the project entailed imagining a new future for Puerto Rico in 2054. The
students could use themes such as humour, optimism and utopia, as well as pessimism and dystopia
to guide their discussions. The activities in this phase included brainstorming and the development
of design proposals and rapid prototypes as a response to their discussions and reflections on
present-day problems. The proposals could have been fantastical and did not have to be grounded in
reality or the possibilities of technology or existing resources. The activity of proposing solutions put
students ‘in control’ of the situation, and put them in an active role that could lead to change. The
students also had to document their own feelings about being able to propose solutions that lead to
action and change. The guiding scenario for this phase was:
•

We have been given the opportunity to change everything about a problem, what new
solutions can we propose? What would the solution to the problem look like in Puerto Rico
2054?

The desired outcomes of this phase were the design proposals of the students.
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Figure 6 A rapid prototype for a future scenario, developed as part of the ‘Thinking about Utopia’ phase of the process, in
which students created products without restrictions. This is a flying power generator for the community. source O’Neill

2.2.2 In the field
Though they could have chosen utopia or dystopia, students chose to envision a Utopian Puerto
Rico, and all but one future scenario described a Puerto Rico with a better future and better
prepared for natural disasters. Though the students were communication design students, the
problems were more complex and ‘wicked’ and therefore the conceptual design solutions that were
proposed moved beyond signs and symbols and were higher order design solutions, such as
products, interactions and systems, using Buchanan’s scale of four orders of design (Buchanan,
2001). The professor also participated in this process alongside the students by doing her own
brainstorming and developing her own concepts. This was done to remove the teacher-student
hierarchy, and to encourage the students to embrace the idea of proposing many different types of
ideas, including absurd or ridiculous concepts.
The rapid conceptual prototypes were completed within a 3-hour time span and were made with
found materials. Only one student did not finish.
The conceptual design solutions for Puerto Rico in 2054 are described in the table 1.
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Table 1 Description of the conceptual design solutions proposed by the students.
Theme
Design Solution
Description of the solution
Inside and outside of the Flying Power GeneratorThis generator would be located underground.
catastrophe
When the need arises, the street would open,
and the generator would fly out and fly to
wherever it was needed.
Apagados
Solar SmartphoneThis project would facilitate communication,
which is needed. It would operate on solar
power and emotional energy.
Survival Mode
Portable Laser Cutter
This solar powered tool would be used to cut
trees and other materials. It would allow
people to do odd jobs in the community.
Mobility
Smart Bridges
This bridge would be made with recycled
materials. It would sense when the water was
rising and the bridge would open to let the
water pass it would also notify the community
of the rising waters.
Emotional stability
Solar Refrigerator
This refrigerator would operate on batteries
charged with solar power. It would be stocked
with comfort food.
Reusing Resources
Change of Perspectives
With these glasses, the user would look at
(trees).
Glasses
fallen trees with a different perspective so
they could see other possibilities for use.
Theme- unidentified
Medical CyborgThis medical device would be used for
monitoring patients that were trapped in their
community via satellite. Patients would have
nano technology inserted into their bodies.
Garbage
T2TP (Plastic Trump
This invention would scan plastic in the 2054
Transporter)
future, and send it back to Trump in the 2017
past in the form of flatulence.

2.3

Part c: Making in times of crisis – cathartic experience

In this third phase of the course, the students made more functional prototypes both individually
and collaboratively. Making is a challenging and focused activity, and a necessary part of the design
process. Students made the final mock-ups of their solution using found objects. The user needed to
know how to use it and what it was for on their own, without instructions from the designers. This
would demonstrate a high level of affordances in terms of design considerations and the clarity of
purpose of the designs.

Figure 7 Greta’s journal, drawing for final prototype. She reflected on trees, their importance, and how they had been
discarded after the hurricane as a way to develop a design for a final usable prototype. Students used their journals to
document their thoughts. They also participated in group discussions and conducted small user tests with their usable
prototypes with individuals of their chosen community. Source O’Neill
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Students got feedback from their peers on the solutions. For designing the final prototype, the
students were assigned the task of using a DIKW diagram (Data, Information, Knowledge, and
Wisdom) diagram and O’Neill’s set of cards with key question for disruptive business development
were used.

Figure 8 Josefina’s DIKW diagram was used at the end of all the activities, so she could design a usable prototype for the
final project. The DATA blue box (lower left corner) is the list of the curriculum tools: sketches, interviews, 2054 Prototype,
and mental model diagram The YELLOW Information box represents the findings of each tool, the top left MAGENTA box is
the new knowledge acquired by each tool. GREEN middle rectangle are theories the students based on and the right PURPLE
box, are the actionable ideas. Source: O’Neill

For this stage first, they used the DIKW (Data, Information, Knowledge, and Wisdom) diagram
(Ackoff, 1989, cited in Sanders and Staffers, 2014, p. 200.), so they could understand the analysis
skills needed for design led research (Fig.8). The DIKW diagram helped the students understand how
to transform data into information, information into new knowledge and finally into insights, so new
knowledge becomes “actionable”. This would help them generate ideas for design solutions for the
final usable prototype. The new knowledge acquired by the different activities done in the new
curriculum made “the transformation of information into instructions” possible (Ackoff, 1989, p. 4).

Figure 9. Set of cards with 5 key questions based on Luke Williams’s system of crafting disruptive hypothesis. Source: O’Neill

Secondly, they used O’Neill’s disruptive cards, with five key questions to help them think about
innovative ways to interact, sell, among other things, concerning new products or services. The
purpose of this step was to write a disruptive hypothesis by discarding clichés or standard beliefs
that dictate the way people think about a particular user experience. These 5 cards are based on
Professor Williams’ system of crafting a disruptive hypothesis: “an intentionally unreasonable
statement that gets your thinking flowing in a different direction […] Contrast this with the more
traditional definition of ‘hypothesis,’ which is a best-guess explanation that’s based on a set of facts
and can be tested by further investigation.” (Williams, 2011)
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Students were required to be reflexive throughout the design process. They used journals to
document their thoughts. They also participated in group discussions and conducted small user tests
with their usable prototypes with individuals of their chosen community.

Figure 10. Greta’s final project was a model-making toolkit to help users imagine new possibilities for fallen trees.

2.4

Part D – Final Projects, reflections and critiques

After developing the future-focused concepts, the students focused on developing usable
prototypes. These prototypes could differ from the conceptual ideas which they presented in the
third phase. From eleven students, seven were able to finish their prototypes, do the user test, and
present the results to a guest judge. The guest was briefed about the course and the expected
results but not on the specific student proposals. The students made presentations to the guest as a
form of practice for their professional lives. The best prototypes are described in the following table.
Table 2 Descriptions of the best final projects.
Theme
Description
In and out of catastrophe
A hanging sign that users can place on their front door that would let
other members of the community know what they needed such as
medicines, gasoline, diesel or batteries, and water.
Apagados (turned off),
A set of card games to strengthen social relationships, logistics skills and
self-reflection (Fig.11).
Emotional regulator
A folding poster for families with a list of hurricane preparedness tasks.
(Fig. 13)
One day at a time
A toolkit with a puzzle and simple daily tasks to strengthen selfmotivation (Fig. 12).
Reusing resources
A model-making toolkit to help users imagine new possibilities for fallen
trees. (Fig. 10)

Figure 11. Apagados card game strengthens social relationships, logistics skills and self-reflection. source: O’Neill
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This course took place over a period of eight weeks, and the students met with their professor once
a week for three hours. At the end, students indicated that they enjoyed the course, and that they
thought it was a good educational strategy because it made sense in their post-disaster context.
Key themes that were identified in the reflections of the students were related to their appreciation
of the authentic learning context. Resilience was a significant theme and was seen in the way the
students used the research process as part of their own healing and resourcefulness. It was also seen
in the way the students adapted to the context to use what was available to develop solutions.
These themes were seen in the words of some of the students.
Reflections from students
It is not as before, doing research to try to understand the context, this is different
because I am living it. I explained to other people that are not in this situation but they
still do not comprehend (…) psychologically it has helped me, to step back, take a breath,
organized myself and see things from the perspective of the design practice. [It also]
helps me focus on the profession I am studying.
Ana
I find it very challenging and it’s a good experience, … you read about other research
but this time I am the research, we are the research. Therefore it changes our work
perspective and it will show on the prototypes. It is a very profound experience to work
this way.
Gabriel
It also helps if in the future one has to work with a similar problem I feel I can be
empathetic and comprehend the context” [concerning the resilience tools] “the tools
made me realize that I am organized oriented and use very fast the resources that I have
available (…) the tools has visualized to me that despite been in a catastrophic situation I
have maintained focus.
Luisa

Figure 12. “One day at a time” toolkit with a puzzle and simple daily tasks to strengthen self- motivation. Source O’Neill.

2.5

Reflections of the collaborating educators
I think that as a national collective we are going through some level of what
psychologists refer to as trauma adjustment. I was away on a hiking trip in Spain when
the hurricane hit. I left a 2017 Puerto Rico and came back to a 1950s Puerto Rico, with a
style of living that didn't have the infrastructure to support it any longer. The
geographical reality of being an island became less attractive and more scary. Reaching
out to a fellow colleague that came from the Caribbean was a form of help from the
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outside, but not from an outsider. The technical challenges of communicating, uploading
files and even co writing the article gave me a structure to try to order and make sense
as a design practitioner and educator of the everyday anarchy. It is hard at this point to
see results in the students, except I have noticed a sense of purpose, improvement in
their verbal articulation, and an increase in their locus of control. This curriculum is not
for everyday teaching. I wonder how it could be adapted in places that there is no
catastrophe or another type of national stressor. I don't know if it can be replicated
without these circumstances. But it something to explorer if we want to prepare future
practitioners to work for more humanitarian needs.
O’Neill’s reflections on the collaboration with Noel
The 2017 hurricane season was terrible for the Caribbean region. Several islands such as
Barbuda, The British and US Virgin Islands, St. Maarten, Dominica, and Puerto Rico were
significantly impacted by the hurricanes Irma and María, with much of the local
infrastructure being wiped out. As each island was hit, I combed through my friends’
social media accounts and sent SMS messages to make sure they were okay. Waiting on
responses was harrowing. Even though I had not been affected directly, I, like many in
the region, experienced significant psychological trauma as we followed what had
happened to our loved ones on other islands. Puerto Rico is part of the United States,
but their experience is often closer to ours as former colonies in the Caribbean, than to
that of people on the mainland. Sadly many Puerto Ricans have left and migrated to the
mainland, many of my Caribbean neighbours do not have that opportunity and have to
stay on their destroyed islands. What will happen to the region though, if its citizens
walk away from destruction?
I contacted Mari, like I had contacted many of my other friends, and was glad to know
that she had escaped the storm. When she reached out to me for advice on the
curriculum after the storm, I felt that it was a tiny way that I could support a colleague,
and hopefully we could develop a model for localizing and contextualizing a curriculum.
It has been a difficult collaboration and it brought home the challenges of life in postMaría Puerto Rico. Mari and I always communicate in a type of ‘Spanglish’, but
communication for this collaboration was so much more complicated. We
communicated via SMS and email and used cloud storage to share files, but sometimes
we would have to wait one week for a reply due to poor Internet service in Puerto Rico.
It was a very ‘analogue’ process. Mari’s question about ‘How can we teach design in a
way that makes sense now?’ is a question that I have reflected on for several years, even
without a catastrophe like Hurricane María as a backdrop.
Design practice in many developing countries resembles but is very different to practice
in Europe and North America, despite this so much of our curriculum is so strongly
influenced by the Bauhaus or other external sources, without significant variation for the
local context, and challenges of daily life in our regions. It is too early to assess the
‘success’ of these projects, but hopefully, the process has been able to help students
cope with the reality of a post-María existence, and to envision a future for Puerto Rico
in 2054.
Noel’s reflections on the collaboration with O’Neill
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Fig. 13 Hurricane Preparedness List: a folding poster for families with a list of hurricane preparedness tasks. Source O’Neill

3

Conclusions and Implications for practice

The aim of this paper was to share the process of editing a design curriculum in the face of a
catastrophic event. The focus on the future and hope allowed the students to continue their
educational experience despite the catastrophe, which had the potential to interrupt their learning.
By refocusing the curriculum the educators and students were able to create a context for authentic
learning and to maximise the pedagogical experience. The educators, in this case, were able to use
the event as an opportunity for reflection and collaboration, and an opportunity to share their
emotions as a group through verbal and written reflections and drawings, as well as to interact
closely with members of their communities in developing the solutions. Analysis of the feedback
from the students’ experiences, suggests that the activity was cathartic, and that it helped them to
understand and empathise with the experience of others in a deeper way. The student approaches
in their design solutions show that they embraced the concept of hope, and were able to create
optimistic solutions in the face of this catastrophic event.
The recovery in Puerto Rico was taking place during the implementation of the course, but was
painfully slow. By the end of the course, and the completion of the article, electricity still had not
been restored in the rural town.

4

References

Ackoff, R. L. (1989). From data to wisdom. Journal of Applied Systems Analysis 15:3-9.
Anon. (2017). FEMA declara al huracán María como el más catastrófico en la historia de EE.UU. Metro PR
newspaper, p.4. Friday, November 10, 2017.
Bennett, H. (2017). Have psychologists found a better way to persuade people to save the planet? (Online)
https://www.theguardian.com/inequality/2017/nov/02/psychologists-better-way-persuade-people-tosave-planet-environment [Accessed November 2, 2017 ]
Bleecker, J. (2009, March). Design Fiction: A short essay on design, science, fact and fiction. Near Future
Laboratory
Buchanan, R. Design Research and the New Learning. Design Issues 17, 4 (2001), 3-23.
Dunne, A., & Raby, F. (2013). Speculative everything: design, fiction, and social dreaming. Cambridge, MA: The
MIT Press.
Husted, M., & Tofteng, D. M. (2015, November 04). Critical utopian action research and the power of future
creating workshops. Retrieved May 05, 2017, from http://tinyurl.com/yagdjvmo
Norman, D. (2008). Signifiers, Not Affordances. Retrieved 2 February 2018, from
https://www.jnd.org/dn.mss/signifiers_not_affordances.
O'Neill, MDM. (2014). DEVELOPING METHODS OF RESILIENCE FOR DESIGN PRACTICE. (Online)
http://www.academia.edu/12864324/DEVELOPING_METHODS_OF_RESILIENCE_FOR_DESIGN_PRACTICE
Pratto, F., Sidanius, J., Stallworth, L. M., & Malle, B. F. (1994). Social dominance orientation: A personality
variable predicting social and political attitudes. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 67(4), 741763. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.67.4.741

627

Sanders, E., Stappers, P. (2014). Convivial Toolbox: Generative Research for the Front End of Design. BIS
Publisher: Amsterdam.
Schön, D. A. (1987). Educating the reflective practitioner. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Shor, I. (1992). Empowering education: critical teaching for social change. Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press.
Sidanius, J., & Pratto, F. (1993a). The dynamics of social dominance and the inevitability of oppression. In P.
Sniderman & P. E. Tetlock(Eds.), Prejudice, politics, and race in America today (pp. 173-211). Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press.
Wiggins, G., & Mc Tighe, J. (2005). Understanding by design (2nd ed.). Alexandria: Association for Supervision
and Curriculum Development.
Williams, L. (2010). Disrupt: Think the Unthinkable to Spark Transformation in Your Business. Pearson FT Press
William, L. (2011). Innovation Starts With Disruptive Hypotheses. Here’s How To Create One. Fast Company
Retrieved 2 February 2018, from https://www.fastcodesign.com/1663970/innovation-starts-withdisruptive-hypotheses-heres-how-to-create-one
Young, I. (2008). Mental Models: Aligning Design Strategy with Human Behavior. New York: Rosenfeld Media
About the Authors:
Lesley-Ann Noel is a lecturer in Design at the University of the West Indies, in
Trinidad and Tobago, and a PhD candidate at North Carolina State University. Her
research focuses on design education at primary schools in Trinidad and Tobago.
María de Mater O’Neill is a doctor of design practice, design strategist at
Rubberband Design Studio and a part-time educator. She is a transdisciplinary
practitioner, has won international awards and is part of the editorial committee of
several international journals.

628

